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Chairman Corker, Senator Cardin, and Members of the Committee:  Thank you for inviting me 

to testify today on U.S. policy on human rights in the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea 

(DPRK).  This is an issue on which there is broad bipartisan agreement, and both Congress and 

the Administration are united in our effort to press North Korea to improve its deplorable human 

rights record.  

 

Today, the DPRK remains a totalitarian state, which seeks to dominate all aspects of its citizens’ 

lives.  It is a regime that denies freedoms of expression, religion, peaceful assembly, association, 

and movement, as well as worker rights.  Numbers of North Koreas endure deplorable conditions 

in political prison camps, where government officials commit systematic and widespread human 

rights violations including extrajudicial killing, enslavement, torture, prolonged arbitrary 

detention, as well as those involving rape, forced abortions, and other sexual violence. 

 

Mr. Chairman, since the release of the UN Commission of Inquiry report in February 2014, we 

have made significant progress in our effort to increase international pressure on the DPRK.  Our 

DPRK human rights policy has focused on giving voice to the voiceless by amplifying defector 

testimony, and increasing pressure on the DPRK to stop these serious violations.  And we are 

committed to seeking ways to advance accountability for those most responsible.   

 

Calling Attention to the Rights Abuses  

 

In February 2014, upon completing a year-long investigation, the UN Commission of Inquiry 

issued a final report, concluding that “systematic, widespread, and gross human rights 

violations” have been and are being committed by the DPRK, its institutions, and its officials.  

The report further concluded “a number of long-standing and ongoing patterns of systematic and 

widespread violations . . . meet the high threshold required for proof of crimes against humanity 

in international law.”  The Commission’s comprehensive 400-page report is the most detailed 

and devastating expose of North Korea’s human rights violations to date, and it laid bare a brutal 

reality that is difficult, if not impossible, to imagine.   

 

One of the most powerful elements of the extensive report was the detailed testimony of North 

Korean refugees.  The Commission held a series of public hearings in Seoul, Tokyo, London, 

and Washington, where it heard from North Korean refugees sharing first-hand accounts of the 

abuse and violence they suffered, such as denial of access to food, gender-based violence, and 
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numerous other human rights violations in the prison camps, and their horrific experiences 

fleeing their homeland.  The full proceedings of these hearings have been made available on the 

UN web site in video and in printed transcript.  

 

Over the past year, we have sought to continue the Commission’s great work giving voice to the 

voiceless.  Shortly after the UN Commission of Inquiry’s report was presented, the United States 

joined Australia and France in convening the UN Security Council’s first-ever informal 

discussion of the human rights situation in North Korea.  Thirteen of the 15 members of the 

Security Council attended that informal discussion with members of the Commission of Inquiry 

and with two North Korean refugees.  

 

In September 2014, during the High-Level Session of the UN General Assembly in New York, 

Secretary of State John Kerry hosted a meeting on North Korea’s human rights violations with 

the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, and the foreign ministers of South Korea, Japan, 

Australia and a number of other countries. 

 

Most recently, our Permanent Representative to the United Nations, Ambassador Samantha 

Power, hosted a UN event in April giving victims of DPRK abuses the opportunity to detail their 

experiences.  Nearly 300 individuals attended the event, including more than 20 North Korean 

refugees, UN Permanent Representatives and diplomats, representatives of nongovernmental 

organizations representatives, and members of the press.  Three North Korean officials attempted 

to disrupt the proceedings by reading a statement during the defector testimony, which led to a 

brief confrontation, before they were escorted from the auditorium.  The event was widely 

covered in the press.   

 

We continue to meet with recent defectors on a regular basis and to seek ways to continue 

amplifying their voices, as they speak on behalf of the millions of North Koreans who are denied 

enjoyment of human rights and fundamental freedoms.  

 

Monitoring and Documentation  

 

It’s important that we listen to these refugee voices, not only to increase our understanding of the 

ongoing human rights violations, but also to record the violations committed by the regime, in 

order to hold those perpetrators accountable for their abuses.   

 

Since the release of the Commission of Inquiry report, we continue to engage with civil society 

and the international community on future accountability measures.  One of the most important 

steps we have taken to date is supporting the creation of a field office under the Office of the 

High Commission for Human Rights to strengthen monitoring and documentation of the human 

rights situation in the DPRK and to support the work of the UN Special Rapporteur on DPRK 

human rights issues.  At the request of the High Commissioner’s office, South Korea agreed to 

host this field office.  The office was formally opened in June when the High Commissioner for 

Human Rights Zeid was in Seoul.  We welcome the decision to open this office, which will play 

an important role in maintaining visibility and encouraging action on human rights in the DPRK.   
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We also continue our support to numerous nongovernmental organizations who continue their 

tireless efforts to document the ongoing human rights abuses in the DPRK.   

 

Increasing Pressure 
 

In addition to increasing our efforts to amplify refugee voices and to document violations, we 

have been increasing pressure on the DPRK to stop the serious human rights violations 

documented in the report.  In the immediate aftermath of the release of the Commission of 

Inquiry’s report, we worked with our like-minded partners to adopt a strongly-worded resolution 

at the March 2014 UN Human Rights Council session, which welcomed the report and 

recommended that the General Assembly submit the report to the Security Council for its 

consideration and appropriate action in order that it consider holding to account those 

responsible for human rights violations, including through consideration of referral of the 

situation in the DPRK to the appropriate international criminal justice mechanism.  The United 

States has since supported resolutions addressing the human rights situation in the DPRK in both 

the UN General Assembly and at the March 2015 Human Rights Council session.  

 

In December 2014, the UN Security Council formally discussed the issue of DPRK human 

rights.  In the procedural vote to place that issue on the Security Council’s agenda, 11 of the 

Council’s 15 members voted in favor of placing the item on the Seizure List, two voted no, and 

two abstained.  Since this was a procedural and not a substantive vote, permanent members of 

the Security Council do not have a veto.  China and Russia voted against putting the issue on the 

Seizure List.  The Council had a serious, thoughtful three-hour discussion of this issue.  We 

continue to work with other like-minded members of the Security Council with the intention of 

continuing to raise North Korean violations and seeking opportunities to take action. 

 

Mr. Chairman, as I participated in these activities at various UN bodies over the past year, two 

things have struck me.   

 

First, it is clear that the DPRK is feeling growing international pressure in response to its human 

rights violations.  The mounting criticism of its human rights record has had an effect on 

Pyongyang.  North Korean rhetoric decrying what it calls “the human rights racket” has become 

more frequent and strident, and, of course, it blames the United States.  After the attention given 

the Commission of Inquiry report, the North condemned the Commission and issued its own so-

called “reports” on human rights in the United States and in the Republic of Korea.  The North 

sent its foreign minister to the high level session of the UN General Assembly in September 

2014 for the first time in 15 years, and he was back in New York again this fall.  Senior DPRK 

officials have dramatically increased the number of visits to other UN member states to urge 

other countries to vote against resolutions critical of the DPRK’s human rights practices in the 

UN General Assembly and Human Rights Council. 

 

Second, with a growing number of countries condemning North Korea’s human rights violations, 

the DPRK has very few supporters left.  At the UN Human Rights Council sessions in Geneva 

and the General Assembly and Security Council sessions in New York, only a handful of 

countries supported the DPRK.  Most of those that voted against the relevant resolution on the 

DPRK did so because of general objections to country-specific resolutions in those fora, not 
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because they defend North Korea’s human rights record.  And those countries that voted against 

the resolutions critical of the DPRK were the “Who’s Who” of the world’s worst human rights 

violators. 

 

As I look back over what has taken place in the past year to focus attention on the human rights 

record of North Korea, I am reminded of Commission of Inquiry Chair Michael Kirby’s 

statement when he presented the Commission’s report.  With the body of evidence detailing 

North Korean human rights violations, he said, no one can now say “We did not know.”  No 

country can honestly say that they did not know the atrocities taking place in the DPRK. 

 

Mr. Chairman, I would also like to add a few words about another critical issue related to human 

rights in North Korea — our effort to increase access to information in the DPRK.  When the 

Commission of Inquiry presented its report to the UN Human Rights Council, it also released a 

20-minute documentary, highlighting particularly critical testimony of North Korean defectors.  

Because North Korea is one of the most closed societies on this planet—internet access is 

reserved for a very tiny elite and it is illegal to listen or watch foreign radio or television 

broadcasts—ordinary North Koreans had no way to see the documentary, let alone any 

independent news reports on the abuses taking place inside their own country today.   

 

While this information blockade makes it extremely difficult for North Koreans to read the 

Commission’s report or watch the video, we have recently seen indications that information from 

the outside is becoming more available in North Korea.   

 

It is still illegal to own a radio that can be tuned, and the only legal radio or television sets are 

those pre-set to state-controlled information channels.  Despite this obstacle, the latest 

Broadcasting Board of Governors (BBG) study, a survey of North Korean refugees and travelers 

who were interviewed outside of North Korea, found that: 

 

 As many as 29 percent of North Koreans had listened to foreign radio broadcasts while 

inside the DPRK.   

 Foreign DVDs are now being seen by even larger numbers—approximately 92 percent of 

those interviewed had seen South Korean dramas (soap operas) while in North Korea.   

 According to open source reports, over two million cell phones now permit North 

Koreans to communicate with each other on a domestic network, though the system does 

not permit international telephone calls.  Those cell phones are closely monitored, but 

they do allow information to circulate. 

 

Given the closed nature of North Korean society, international media are among the most 

effective means of sharing information about the outside world with residents of the country.  

The United States is a strong supporter of broadcasting independent information about North 

Korea and the outside world into North Korea.  Thank you for the continuing Congressional 

support for Radio Free Asia (RFA), Voice of America (VOA), and other nongovernmental 

broadcasters.  These efforts are important in breaking down the information barriers that the 

DPRK government has imposed on its own people.  Because of government policies, radio 

remains the most important means to get information into the DPRK. 
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Mr. Chairman, together with our partners in the international community, we must make clear to 

the DPRK that its egregious human rights violations prevent economic progress and weaken the 

country.  The United States has long made clear that we are open to improved relations with 

North Korea if it is willing to take concrete actions to live up to its international obligations and 

commitments, including those relating to human rights. 

 

The world will not, and cannot, close its eyes to what is happening in North Korea.  Ultimately, 

we will judge the North not by its words, but by its actions.  It needs to refrain from actions that 

threaten the peace and stability of the Korean Peninsula and comply with its international 

obligations under UN Security Council resolutions to abandon nuclear weapons and existing 

nuclear programs, among other things.   

 

We have consistently told the DPRK that while the United States remains open to meaningful 

engagement, North Korea must take concrete steps to address the core concerns of the 

international community, from the DPRK’s nuclear program to its human rights violations.  

 

North Korea will have to address its egregious human rights violations.  North Korea’s choice is 

clear.  Investment in its people, respect for human rights, and concrete steps toward 

denuclearization can lead to a path of peace, prosperity, and improved relations with the 

international community, including the United States.  Absent these measures, North Korea will 

only continue to face increased isolation—as well as pressure for meaningful human rights 

progress from the international community. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


